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      Wolf shifter PI Mick Hartness is sick to death of being on the bad side of a criminal who wants him and his whole team dead. Now, with the help of the cops and the feds, Apex Investigations Inc. is closer than ever to reeling the guy in and getting back to living life without hiding. But that means Mick needs all of his mixed pack on deck and ready to fight, including their youngest member, bear shifter Kit, who Mick has the softest spot for.

      

      Kit is sure his skills can help not only catch their nemesis, but help take some of the stress of running the agency off Mick. Too bad Mick will never see him as anything as a kid who needs to be protected. Which is why Kit decides to strike out on his own and get a job that allows him to do more than take pictures of cheating husbands and keep the motor pool running.

      

      The thought of losing Kit finally makes Mick ready to show Kit how he really feels; that kit his mate. Can he keep Kit with him and also catch a killer who's becoming more and more dangerous everyday? Or will Mick lose everything he holds dear?
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      Mick Hartness looked around the big lounge at the Apex office, shaking his head.

      Ever since Carrie had gone virtual and then quit, not wanting the danger of coming to the office and needing to take care of her ailing mom, Mick was realizing how much their admin wolf had cleaned up after them. Jesus, his PIs were pigs.

      Apex Investigations was thriving again in spite of their crazy stalker nemesis or whatever they had. The jury was still out there as far as what he would do next, but they’d had a raft of shit, and they’d all been sick to death of walking on eggshells.

      His tech man, James, was still working that conspiracy theory angle, but everyone else was working a regular case. Which meant everyone was coming to the lounge to eat, dropping the trash where they stood, and getting back to work.

      Shaking his head, Mick picked up a pizza box, grimacing when a piece of desiccated pizza thumped around in it.

      “Hey, boss,” someone said softly from behind him. Not that he hadn’t known their resident black bear shifter was there. He seemed to notice everything about Kit these days. “You need some help?”

      “You mind? This place stinks.” Literally. It smelled like spoiled food and dirty socks.

      “Of course not. I have a trash bag. I can smell it from my office.” Of course Kit could. Bears put wolves to shame where noses were involved.

      “Good man.” Mick gave Kit an approving grin. “I swear to god, Dylan and Hank are filthy.”

      “Ex-cops,” Kit said sagely. “You should see their vehicles.”

      “No thank you.” Mick rolled his eyes. “So bears?”

      “Fastidious. Trust me. We only have so much room to hibernate.”

      “Good to know. I guess if you have to live in a cave…”

      Kit wrinkled his nose. “I like my king-size bed.”

      Mick was surprised to feel a tightening in his lower body at thinking of Kit in his bed. Damn.

      Kit winked at him, dark eyes dancing with mirth. “I’m not a cave bear. I’m a Denver bear.”

      “You are. All video games and dorky movies.” He chuckled, thinking of the kid Kit was when they’d met. He’d been so self-contained and awkward but eager to learn.

      “Not all.” Kit shrugged, looking down. “Not all games.”

      “Hey. You’re amazing.” He stopped the “kiddo” that wanted to pop out. Kit had asked him to stop calling him that, and Mick was trying his damnedest. “Come on. Let’s do this clean up shit, and I’ll make pancakes.”

      “Oh. You’ll cook for me?”

      It was usually the other way, but Mick made an empowering pancakes and bacon for late-night supper.

      “I will. I’d love to. It’s been a while since it was just the two of us for pancakes.” He adored how Kit enjoyed his food. It made him feel like he was ten feet tall and bulletproof. Hell, Kit was the one to make him feel that way most of the time.

      “I’d like that, Mick.” No boss now. Just Mick. “Let’s get to it.”

      Mick nodded and got to work. If he got to have late-night pancakes with Kit, he couldn’t even mind the mess.

      Even if he did work with slobs.
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        * * *

      

      Kit sat in his POS sedan pretending to play with his phone while he took pictures of this lady who was having an affair with a roller derby queen. Her husband wanted the photos to take to the lawyer.

      He hated the cheating gigs, but so did everyone else, so as the lowest investigator on the totem pole, he got them. Even though he’d worked for Mick longer than Brock and Grizz. And James. And Hank. Also Rey. Pretty much the whole crew except Dylan, who’d been there from the start.

      Yay.

      He was always going to be the lowest.

      He was the youngest. He’d never been a cop or a black-ops guy. And James and Rey didn’t work in the field.

      The thing was, most of the time, that was okay with him. He was the getaway driver, the team medic, and the muscle a lot of times. That was all okay. This was boring as watching paint peel.

      Still, he shouldn’t bitch. He had a job. He had an apartment. He got to work with the man he had been in love with since he was of age.

      He was a lucky guy.

      Kit rolled his eyes as the ladies went for round three. Would they notice if he had Uber Eats deliver to the car? Probably. His belly rumbled. Did he have another honey nut granola bar in the glove compartment?

      A quiet tap came to his window, scaring the hell out of him. Then fellow investigator Rey’s lean face appeared out of the shadows.

      “Whoa.” He rolled down the window. “Rey?”

      “Hey! I brought you Burger King, and I have the new D&D podcast for us to listen to. Let me in!”

      Kit unlocked the car, and Rey slipped in. “Thank god. I was starting to go a little stir crazy. I have all the pics I could ever need, but the client expensed me to stay the whole time they were together.”

      “Dylan has a stakeout, too, so I asked him to drop me off so we could hang out.” Rey was the bestest best friend in explored space.

      “You rock. I have a handheld Nintendo too.” He’d been saving the battery, but Kit would burn it for Rey. He unwrapped his burger. “You eat with Dylan?”

      “I did. I have Ding Dongs for later to share. How long can they possibly have sex?”

      Kit rolled his eyes. “This is round three. Round. Three.”

      “Wow. That’s kind of amazing for love in the afternoon.” Rey’s coppery-colored eyes twinkled.

      “Right?” The burger was perfect. Greasy with just the right amount of mayo. “God, you rock. Thanks again. You can hook your phone into the radio so we can listen to the podcast, if you want.”

      The fox knew him better than anyone—they had bonded over Dr. Who and Asimov and David Eddings, and together they had discovered Eric Asher and Fortnite.

      “Cool.” Rey leaned on him. “I needed my bear time.”

      “Uh-huh. I’m way more fun on stakeout than Dylan.”

      Rey chuckled while he nodded. “He gets all growly wolf.”

      “Which cool in the bedroom, less fun at work.” Kit chuckled softly. Not that he’d know, really.

      He hadn’t actually…had real-life experience with growly or otherwise in the bedroom. He’d watched a lot of porn…

      “Yeah. He’s really kind of set in his ways, and he has his methods.” Rey wrinkled his nose. “In the office, we can mesh. In the car on a stakeout? Ugh.” Rey shuddered.

      “Rough, huh?” He chuckled softly. “You’re always welcome to hang with me, you know?”

      “Thanks, Kit. It’s nice to get out of the office sometimes.”

      “You see things I never would,” Kit said, and he meant it.

      “Yeah. And you see a lot.” Rey leaned harder. “Thanks for letting me play with you.”

      “Anytime, honey. No one else seems to want to.”

      Rey raised an eyebrow. “Don’t be too sure. Some things just take time.”

      Kit snorted. Right. He’d thought for a little while after he asked Mick to stopping calling him a kid that Mick was looking at him in a new way. But he just didn’t know now. It had all…gone back to Mick treating him like he was a kid.

      Maybe he wasn’t desirable. It happened. But he knew Mick was his mate, one way or the other. He could be happy with that.

      Or maybe he just needed to hit Mick with a shovel. He chuckled, and Rey poked him. “Play a game with me.”

      “You got it.” He checked the target again, but they were very, very busy, so he grabbed the Nintendo.

      They could get some good gaming time in while the ladies smashed the record for go-arounds.
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        * * *

      

      Mick headed out to the Sapp Brothers truck stop, needing to meet with an informant about a client, and then he’d have lunch with Greg Douglas, who was a good friend of his on the police force. He needed to check in on all the shit that had gone down with a tiger shifter who had tried to kill them all and had ended up dead, but Greg thought his office at the precinct was compromised.

      The world was insane. He thought it always had been, but it was worse now than ever. At least personally.

      He was torn between protecting his team and letting them back out into the world to do their jobs. He was attracted to Kit, maybe even mated to him from the way he’d been feeling, but he also felt weird as shit about that. He’d taken Kit in as a teenager. Should he be lusting after the guy even if he was all grown up?

      Kit was way too young for him, but there was something about the bear that suited him to the bone and it was getting harder and harder to fight.

      Mick pulled off I-25, sliding into the back parking lot at Sapps. This was for a client, and he was meeting a truck driver who supposedly had some information about a stolen load of electronics. Hopefully routine.

      His phone beeped, the text coming in to say, <semi coming in off the hwy. Look alive.>

      <I’m here.> He did love his tech team and how they could keep him informed almost anywhere he was. James was the man. His computer kitty knew all, saw all.

      <name is Timothy Greenfield, nickname Tank, drinks Dr Pepper and Red Bull.>

      <Got it.> He would get the man a drink and some snacks, make nice. That seemed to go over well with these guys. Just like it did with cops and PIs.

      Hell, Mick was a huge believer in offering respect to everyone. He knew that people responded to that basic decency, and if they didn’t, then something was wrong.

      <On my way in.> That way Tank didn’t see him come out of a pickup and not a rig in case he wasn’t the informant and they had it wrong.

      Mick had the man’s picture, his habits, and a vague idea of the information he was looking for. All he had to do was wait.

      As soon as the guy came in, Mick slipped in behind him at the Coke cooler, browsing along. He was willing to be easy and not push unless he thought he was losing his chance.

      If the last few years had taught him anything, it was to be careful, to watch his back. This guy knew he was meeting a PI, but Mick needed to make sure this wasn’t a setup, or some kind of trap. Was he paranoid and much more cautious these days?

      Hell, yes.

      He dared anyone that had gone through what he had, not to be.

      Tank walked over to him, grinned too wide. “Pete? Pete, bro, I haven’t seen you in an eon!”

      “Hey, man. How you doing? Just stopping in, or you doing the whole shower and supper thing?”

      “Nah. I just wanted a Coke and a Slim Jim. Still need to walk Flash.”

      “I’ll buy. I’d love to walk a bit with you two and stretch my legs.” He thought this guy was on the up and up. He smelled honest. Thank god.

      “Sounds like a plan. Seriously.” Tank nodded to him, offering him a relieved glance.

      Excellent. He’d read that right. Not here where someone could easily overhear. Out there where they could only hear each other. And James could keep an eye and ear on them. He had an ace in the hole that Tank here couldn’t know about.

      James would be recording every word, hand-feeding him intel if he needed it.

      They got the drinks and jerky and headed out to the parking lot, walking slow and steady.

      “Sorry, man,” Tank finally said. “I want you to know what I do, but I’m not wanting to take chances. The load I lost was pricey, and I’m in some big heat for it.”

      “I understand. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Yeah. I was at the Loves down there by that hotel with the nightclub? I was showering that night. Someone switched my trailer.”

      “When did you find out?” He could have someone pull the video from the truck stop if he had a time and date.

      “Pueblo. And I passed through all my usual checks. They were really damn careful, and they targeted me specifically. They knew what I was carrying.”

      “So someone knew what they were doing?”

      Tank nodded once, and suddenly Mick could see the hint of bear around the eyes. “Fuck yes. I’ve been doing this job for twenty fucking years. I’ve never lost a load. Not once.”

      “Well, for what it’s worth, you might be taking heat, but the manager who hired me knows you’re a good driver and a good guy. That’s why I’m here.”

      Tank smiled. “Thanks. Let’s get Flash.”

      Twenty minutes later, after walking the biggest basset hound he’d ever seen, Mick had all Tank could give him, Tank had another Coke and a bag of Slim Jims, and Mick was on his way to meet Greg.

      The gangly raven shifter was sitting in the shadows, and it was like he was pulling the darkness around him.

      “Cool effect, man,” he said as he sat.

      “Thanks.” Greg’s grin was wicked and sharp as a razor. “I’ve been working under the radar the last little while. It helps.”

      Jesus. Great. “So, what’s the word?”

      “It’s more like no word. I’ve been coordinating with the Fed, Matthews. Maldinado is in the wind. No one knows where. His last passport scan shows Brazil, but you and I both know he’s got dozens of fakes. Facial recognition hasn’t picked him up. Hetrick is still in jail, and he’s heard what happened to Patel. He keeps begging people to kill him.”

      So their big bad was in the wind, and the drug dealer he’d set on them last year was no longer on Maldinado’s good list. Just like the tiger shifter Patel, who had kicked this all off. “We’re in stasis then. Still.”

      “I hear you’re back to work, though. Not hunkered down.”

      “Maybe we’re trying to draw him out.”

      “He’s a scary fucker. You considered letting the needs of the many…”

      “No.” No. He knew Maldinado really wanted one of his PIs, but he wasn’t giving Brock up to anyone. Not a fucking chance. “He’s pack.”

      “Hey, I get it.” Greg held up his hands. “So we did all the tests; Peaches, the drug Hetrick was moving, does prove it’s almost four times more effective on cat shifters. You think that’s about your boy too?”

      “Yes. Either directly or indirectly.”

      “Well, I can tell you I heard a whisper late last night that a shipment of nobenime went missing. Enough to shatter a dozen of us.” Greg stared at him. “Enough to disable three times that amount.”

      “Christ. Okay. Okay, I’ll get James on that.” That was a different drug, a nerve agent, and that shit was no joke. It wiped out the will. They would all be little robots, doing Maldinado’s dirty work. Mick snapped his fingers. “That’s what he used on Patel.”

      “I’m betting on it.”

      Patel was a now-defunct tiger shifter who had come after Mick’s team with a single-minded intensity and swamp full of croc shifters. The drug, Peaches, had taken their tech man James down, almost to death, and had killed Patel, but he’d told Mick he hadn’t wanted to go after Mick’s team or hire the gators, and the nobenime would enable that. Mick believed him, even if Patel had been less than a good man.

      “Well, what do you need from me?” Greg sighed and shook his head. “I feel like you’re caught between the slices of a shit sandwich.”

      “We are. I know it’s a lot, but if you could still spare us some guys.”

      “We have some who are volunteering to watch your place off duty.”

      “Thanks.” That meant a lot.

      “I’m going to let it slip that I’m looking to get big money fast. Desperate people seem to turn this asshole on. If he brings me in, I can work it from inside.”

      “No. No, this son of a bitch is diabolical.” He didn’t want Greg undercover in Maldinado’s organization. It had almost killed their bobcat shifter Hank when he’d done the same job.

      Greg’s eyes were black as buttons. “So am I. And I’m not a cat.”

      “Man, you went from straight-arrow captain to deep in the Feds’ shit in no time.”

      “I’m good at fitting in.” Greg shrugged. “You’ve known me longer than most.”

      “Yeah.” And Greg was the smartest, fiercest bird he knew. Willing to do anything to protect his flock.

      “Anything you can tell me?”

      He filled Greg in on Tank. “That’s for Ty. I think he was working that one.” Ty was another cop, one who had been friends with their resident bobcat shifter Hank when they were both on the force. “Client asked me to help find out what happened.”

      “People suck.” Greg rolled his eyes dramatically. “Big hairy donkey dicks.”

      “They do. We see all of that, huh?”

      “Yeah. Not just from
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